NAVS Discipleship materials

The Holy Spirit – Unity, Diversity and Perfection
Aim: To help students to develop a Biblical understanding of 1 Corinthians 12-13, seeing the diversity of the gifts that God sovereignly distributes to us for the edification of the church, and the relevance that they have for us and in the church today. 

Introduction: What is the context of chapters 12-14? Paul has been answering a series of questions that have been put to him in a letter from the Corinthian church (7:1). The church is divided, with different people within it taking different sides on various issues. Paul, in these chapters is not merely trying to stamp his authority, but to reconcile the two warring factions. The central chapter of the three that we are looking at emphasises love, indicating the division that was present. 

Paul is speaking to two groups of people in these chapters. Firstly, he is speaking to those who were guilty of placing too much emphasis on the gift of tongues. There was clearly also a group who did not speak in tongues or else why would Paul write ‘do not forbid speaking in tongues’ (14:39)? Some of this group appear to have felt threatened by the gifts of others and were withdrawing in some form from the church. 

We should also notice that the main thrust of these chapters is the conduct of the church when it met together (14:19,26).

What is the significance of the words Paul uses for spiritual gifts in these chapters? How should we understand these verses? What was Paul’s test in v3 designed to draw a contrast between? What is Paul’s test for spirituality? (12:1-3)
· Paul often uses the Greek word charisma, which refers to something that has been bestowed, a grace-gift. Elsewhere Paul uses the word to refer to a spiritual gift (Rom 1:11, 1 Cor 1:7), to a gift (1 Tim 4:14, 2 Tim 1:61), in the context of service (1 Pet 4:10), the gift of celibacy (1 Cor 7:7), to salvation (Rom 6:23, Rom 5:15-16), and finally to gracious favour (2 Cor 1:11). The word is also used in these chapters (although not in 12:1 and 14:1). We can conclude from this that the word is not restricted to a set of supernatural gifts such as tongues and healing, and therefore every person has received gracious gifts from God. The gifts that Paul is discussing here are gifts of God’s grace or grace-gifts. 

· Paul uses a different word pneumatikon, in 12:1 and 14:1, probably referring to spiritual things. David Prior says “Paul is probably referring to what today, is broadly referred to as spirituality, i.e. all the many diverse ways in which we experience spiritual reality” (pg. 193). Paul is reminding his readers that whatever might be considered ‘spiritual’ is better thought of as a gracious gift from God. The quest for an individualising and self-centred form of spirituality was in danger of denying the source of all true spiritual gifts, the grace of God. Paul is concerned to show that all Christians are spiritually gifted. 

· Carson suggests that Paul in verses 1-3 is saying ‘I do not want you to be ignorant of certain truths’ (1), ‘You know of course that when you were pagans your ignorance on such matters was profound’ (2) and ‘now I am making them known to you’ (3). The Corinthian church was partly made up of those who wanted to elevate their gifts to an authentication for spiritual life, and partly of those who were sceptical of their claims. The former wanted Paul to approve their argument, the latter wanted Paul to rebuke it. Paul tells both that their horizons were too narrow and that participation in the things of the Spirit is attested by all who truly confess Jesus as Lord. One group felt they had some exclusive claim on the Spirit, whilst the other group was writing them off. So v3 offers a criterion to establish whether or not a spiritual manifestation may be used to authenticate the powerful presence of the Spirit. To confess Jesus as Lord points to the transforming work of the Spirit (Romans 8:9). Verses 1-3 offer a test to establish who has the Spirit at all. “Paul’s point is to draw a sharp contrast between what those who have the Holy Spirit say about Jesus and what those who do not have the Holy Spirit say about Jesus” (Carson, pg.31). 

What is Paul saying about diversity of gifting? Why is it important to stress diversity? What is the source of the distribution of spiritual gifts? What implications does this bring forth? How should we define spiritual gifts? What is the purpose of spiritual gifts? (12:4-11)
· Paul first sets up the foundation of unity before moving on to speak about the diversity of gifts. Confession of Jesus as Lord does suggest the presence of the Spirit in each of our lives, but that doesn’t mean that distinctions are not to be made among us. Paul’s concern here is with diversity. The church is like an orchestra with each member making its unique contribution to the harmony. God establishes this harmony by His lavish giving of many diverse gifts, each contributing to the body as a whole. We are reminded that it is God Himself who gives these gifts, the diversity is grounded in His distribution of them. In verses 4-6 Paul tells us that there are different distributions of gifts (but the same Spirit), of service (but the same Lord) and of working (but the same God). Paul is concerned not to define ‘spiritual gift’ too narrowly. John Stott says “It is evident that we need to broaden our understanding of gifts” (pg. 328). Everyday acts of service, working and gifts should be included under the terms in verses 4-6. Grudem’s definition of spiritual gifts is “any ability that is empowered by the Holy Spirit and used in any ministry of the church” (pg. 396). Grudem also says that their purpose is “to equip the church to carry out its ministry until Christ returns (1 Cor 1:7)” (pg. 397). 

· What does Paul mean by ‘manifestation of the Spirit’? Each believer is given some ‘manifestation of the Spirit’ and there are no grounds to say that any gift manifests His presence more than any other, even if some are more spectacular. Whilst it is true that these gifts are for the common good, it is not to say that some manifestations of the Spirit are not for private use. Paul for example was given extraordinary visions and revelations designed for his immediate benefit. The church did however receive some indirect benefit because Paul was better equipped for his ministry. We must not rule out the private use of certain gifts that do indirectly work to the common good. But there are no grounds for saying that gifts are given for personal satisfaction and indulgence.

· The list of gifts in verses 8-11 is by no means exhaustive as we see when we compare it to the lists in 1 Cor 12:28, Rom 12:6-8, Ephesians 4:11 and 1 Peter 4:11. Not even the 20 or 21 gifts which are mentioned in all the lists are meant to be exhaustive either. The order of the lists varies considerably so we cannot argue that they are listed in order of importance. The reason that tongues are always put last is probably because it was the focus of so much over-emphasis. The lists contain an assortment of spectacular and more ordinary gifts, but Paul never makes any distinction between any of them. 

· Paul ends this section saying that all these gifts are the work of one spirit and the same spirit. This is in preparation for the one body Paul is about to talk about. No one is gift-less, as the Spirit works in each of us, distributing gifts as He determines. There is no gift that we should elevate to the status being a criterion of having the Spirit. We should not seek to pursue any one particular gift but only what is best (31). We need to trust in the gracious distribution of gifts by our gracious Father though the Holy Spirit.

· Paul says in Romans 12:6 that we should use our gifts ‘in proportion to our faith’ implying that our gifts may vary in strength. Grudem says that “a gift may be more or less strongly developed in different individuals, or in the same individual over a period of time” (pg. 399). Paul exhorts Timothy not to neglect his gift (1 Tim 4:14), indicating that he could allow his gift to weaken. Within a congregation there will be those who are very experienced and effective in using their particular gifts and those who are just beginning to use theirs. There is no gift that we all have, but there may be some general ability similar to every gift that we all have. For example we all ‘teach’ but that doesn’t mean we all have the gift of teaching. 

What is the meaning of the various gifts mentioned in verses 8-11? How can we justify our thoughts with scripture? Why are we not told more about these gifts? (Please note that we’ll tackle the gifts of prophecy and tongues next week) 

· It is interesting that some of the gifts mentioned in these verses are not mentioned elsewhere in scripture. We’ve probably all heard people say what they think these gifts mean but much of this is just speculation. Ideas of what these gifts mean are numerous but it is often hard to back up those ideas with scripture. We can however derive a little from the Greek words that are used here and elsewhere in scripture. Here are some thoughts which again must be partly speculative because at the end of the day I think we are left a little in the dark as to what precisely they are; 

· The message of wisdom and the message of knowledge – Carson suggests that the emphasis here is not on wisdom or knowledge but on the messages (logos as in 1:18) that come from them. It isn’t clear how or even if these gifts differ from each other, but if there is a distinction then it is probably only a minor one. From an OT perspective we’d probably draw the distinction that wisdom is more practical while knowledge was more theoretical. However in Corinthians it is not clear that Paul makes that kind of distinction (2:6, 8:10-11). Carson’s suggestion is as follows “Those who were endowed with these gifts enjoyed a special experience of the Spirit by which a message came to them that they transmitted to the congregation. It’s not clear that the message content was invariably what could not have been known any other way” (pg. 38).

· Faith – This faith is not saving faith, but faith to perform some extraordinary works, the kind of faith that can move mountains. This is the kind of faith that enables a believer to trust God to bring about certain things in their lives.

· Gifts of healings – The Greek words used here are plural in all three of the references to it made in this chapter. Carson says that “this strongly suggests that there were different gifts of healing, for surely not everyone was getting healed by one person and perhaps certain persons with one of these gifts could by God’s grace heal certain things or can heal a variety of diseases but only at certain times” (pg.39). We should never stereotype the gift of healing. Prior says “He [Paul] is encouraging the Corinthians to expect many different ways in which God in His sheer grace gives healing of different kinds to different people, relationships even situations” (pg. 204). We will think more about this gift in session 5.

· The ability to distinguish between spirits – Spectacular displays often attest to the power of the spirit world, but not necessarily to the power of the Holy Spirit (e.g. Moses and Pharaoh’s magicians). The gift is to distinguish demonic powers from the Holy Spirit and its outworking is probably through scripture (Matthew 7:21-23, 1 John 4:1-6). 

· Gifts of support and of direction – The gift of being able to help or assist others (word used in Luke 1:54, Acts 20:35, 1 Tim 6:2) and the gift of direction or administration (word is used for piloting or steering a ship).

What does Paul mean when he talks about baptism? How does this relate to the body metaphor? In what sense are we dependent on one another? What has Paul got to say to the two groups that had arisen within the church? (12:12-26)
· There is a diversity of gifts given to the church for the common good, the body is a unit with many parts contributing to the whole. Paul introduces the idea of the body of Christ, the church. We are all baptised in (or ‘by’ or ‘with’) one Spirit into one body. All of us belong to that body, for all of us were baptised into it. The idea that these verses speak of a post-conversion experience is rarely argued by anybody, we have all been baptised into one body. Paul adds the metaphor of having one Spirit to drink to further make his point. J.I. Packer says that a “reference to a second blessing has to be read into the text, it cannot be read out of it” (pg. 203.).
· An elitist group may have formed at Corinth in contrast to a group that felt very threatened. (1) In verses 14-19 Paul tells the latter that because of the diversity of gifts God has given in the church, the threatened person cannot say that he does not belong or is inferior. It is not a body consisting of a single organ, the body requires the contribution of each member. God has arranged the parts in the body as He wanted them to be (18). (2) In verses 20-26 Paul tells the elitists that anyone with a particular gift whether tongues or something else has no right to dismiss in any sense someone with a different gift. It is our responsibility as a church to honour gifts that are given little prominence or thought. As in the body the pain of one member is the pain of all, the same principle turned on its head applies to the honour of one member (26). There should not be any place for spiritual one-upmanship, self-promotion or an unhealthy stress on particular gifts. 

What is Paul saying in conclusion? What are the consequences of the answer to Paul’s questions being ‘no’? (12:37-30)
· Paul is saying that each church, each congregation is part of the body of Christ, and it is in the church that God has appointed various spiritual gifts. Paul is concerned to stress the rich diversity of God’s good gifts poured out on the church. 

· The form of Paul’s rhetorical questions showed that he expects a negative after each one! The grammatical way in which Paul wrote it suggests that the answer he’s expecting is ‘no’. How can people make any one gift the criterion of a certain endowment of the Spirit? There is no evidence that tongues are the criterion of having been baptised by the Spirit.  

What is the background to chapter 13? Why does Paul place this chapter where he has done? In what sense should we seek spiritual gifts? (12:31)

· This chapter is dealing with a perspective that transcends the spiritual gifts and therefore puts them into perspective. This chapter draws comparisons between love and such gifts as tongues and prophecy, and is also combating specific problems within the church. 

· In 12:31 Paul says we should ‘eagerly desire the greater gifts’ and later he says ‘eagerly desire spiritual gifts, especially the gift of prophecy’ (14:1). Grudem says “In this context, Paul defines what he means by ‘higher gifts’ or ‘greater gifts’ because in 1 Corinthians 14:5 he repeats the word he used for ‘greater’ (meizon)… Here the ‘greater’ gifts are those that most edify the church” (pg. 401).

· How do we seek more spiritual gifts? It is right that we should ask God for them. For example Paul urges anyone with the gift of tongues to ask for the gift of interpretation (1 Cor 14:13), and James urges his readers to ask for wisdom (James 1:5). If we do ask God for these gifts then we need to have the right motivation. Our motive should not be to achieve greater influence, prominence or power else we fall into the trap that Simon the Sorcerer did in Acts 8:19-22. Our motives should be for the Lord’s glory, not for our own. Grudem says “those who seek spiritual gifts must first ask if they are seeking them out of love for others and a concern to be able to minister to their needs, because those who have great spiritual gifts but ‘have not love’ are nothing in God’s sight” (pg. 402). As we have seen, we must remember that the ultimate distribution of gifts is down to God’s sovereignly.  God may or may not give us the gifts that we seek, because He is working out His purposes not ours. We should use the gifts that we have been given and are given as good stewards. 

· Love is not a gift but an entire way of life without which all gifts must be judged utterly worthless. It is only this way of life that gives meaning to any spiritual gift that God grants us. We should not think that spiritual gifts are unimportant, but if we pay too much attention to them we could miss the importance of the way of life that should characterise every believer. 

What is Paul saying here about love in relation to spiritual gifts? Why is Paul saying these things to the Corinthians? (13:1-3)

· Paul here (using the 1st person) is clearly making the point that no matter how exalted his gift of tongues, without love he is nothing but a resounding gong or clashing cymbal. It follows that it is not the gift of tongues which is a resounding gong but that he himself is. He then becomes empty, merely meaningless noise and there is no spiritual significance to his gift of tongues. Even the gifts of prophecy and faith are valueless if they operate without love. Paul even says that we can give everything we have to the poor but if we have not love then we are nothing. Paul is trying to tell the Corinthians that they who think they are spiritual because they speak in tongues have, in fact, overlooked what is most important. Perhaps Paul would say the same thing about theology or our patterns of worship in the church today! While we should not depreciate any spiritual gift, we should remember that any gift is valueless unless it is used in love. Love is indispensable.

How does Paul characterise love? What applications does this have to the groups within the church? (13:4-7)

· Paul here describes love in a very practical way, describing both what love is and what it is not. The group who have no spectacular gifts need to remember that love does not envy, and the group who do have need to remember that love does not boast. Carson, speaking about the character of love that Paul is describing says that “we immediately understand not only how love can serve as ‘the more excellent way’, but also how the presence of love as Paul is describing it, is an infallible test of the Spirit’s presence. The various spiritual gifts as important as they are and as highly as Paul values them, can all be duplicated by pagans. This quality of love cannot be.” (pg. 65)

What contrast is Paul making? What does Paul mean by perfection and the imperfect? What are the consequences of perfection coming at the end of the age? Why is love the greatest of the 3 virtues Paul puts forward? (13:8-13)

· Paul picks up the contrast he has made in verses 1-3 between love and spiritual gifts. This time he turns to the fact that love is permanent and the spiritual gifts will cease. Paul is emphasising love’s intrinsic superiority, an emphasis that is often lost amongst debates on when the gifts cease. The time of the passing of the gifts is clearly related to the contrast between perfection and the imperfect (10). Paul talks about the ‘imperfect’ because our knowledge of divine things and our prophecies produce at best, only partial information. 

· The majority view concerning the idea of perfection is that it refers to the Second Coming, rather than the completion of the canon of scripture or the maturity of the church, as others have argued. In that case, if the imperfect disappears when perfection comes then the gifts of tongues, knowledge and prophecy will pass away when Jesus returns. Thus there is nothing to say that these gifts should not be evident in the church today. It is hard to believe that Paul was referring to the completion of the canon – it needs to be read into the text. Paul uses two examples to make the contrast. First he talks about growth from childhood to maturity and secondly he contrasts the reflection of someone in a mirror with seeing them face to face (the best mirrors only gave a poor reflection). Only when we see Jesus face to face, will we finally obtain full knowledge of ourselves, for we shall be like Him (1 John 3:1). Carson says “in these verse Paul establishes the end of the age as the time when these gifts must finally be abolished” (pg. 72).

· Faith, hope and love all continue on into eternity, but of these the greatest is love. All three of these virtues are eternal and permanent. Love is the greatest because love is foundational, even in the virtues that characterise God’s people in eternity. Scripture says that God is love, not that God is faith or God is hope. 

Conclusion:

· Every person has received gracious gifts from God – all Christians are spiritually gifted.
· All gifts come from one Spirit, and their purpose is to equip the church to carry out its ministry.
· Because there are no grounds for saying that tongues and prophecy have ceased, we have no grounds for banning them. 

· These gifts will cease but not until Jesus returns. Love on the other hand will never cease and is indispensable.

· In Heaven the prime characteristic of the church is love, not spiritual gifts for they will have ceased. 

“The greatest evidence that Heaven has invaded our sphere, that the Spirit has been poured out upon us, 

that we are citizens of a Kingdom not yet consummated, is Christian love.” (Carson, pg.76)
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The Holy Spirit – Unity, Diversity and Perfection
1 Corinthians 12:1-30 

“1Now about spiritual gifts, brothers, I do not want you to be ignorant. 2You know that when you were pagans, somehow or other you were influenced and led astray to mute idols. 3Therefore I tell you that no one who is speaking by the Spirit of God says, "Jesus be cursed," and no one can say, "Jesus is Lord," except by the Holy Spirit. 

4There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit. 5There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. 6There are different kinds of working, but the same God works all of them in all men. 

7Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. 8To one there is given through the Spirit the message of wisdom, to another the message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, 9to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, 10to another miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of tongues. 11All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, and he gives them to each one, just as he determines. 

12The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. 13For we were all baptised by one Spirit into one body--whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free--and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. 

14Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. 15If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. 16And if the ear should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. 17If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? 18But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. 19If they were all one part, where would the body be? 

20As it is, there are many parts, but one body. 21The eye cannot say to the hand, "I don't need you!" And the head cannot say to the feet, "I don't need you!" 22On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 23and the parts that we think are less honourable we treat with special honour. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, 24while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has given greater honour to the parts that lacked it, 25so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. 26If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it. 

27Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. 28And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then workers of miracles, also those having gifts of healing, those able to help others, those with gifts of administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues. 29Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? 30Do all have gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? 

1 Corinthians 12:31-13:13 

“31But eagerly desire the greater gifts. And now I will show you the most excellent way. 1If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. 2If I have the gift of prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. 3If I give all I possess to the poor and surrender my body to the flames, but have not love, I gain nothing. 

4Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. 

8Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. 9For we know in part and we prophesy in part, 10but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. 11When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. 12Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. 

13And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love.
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